Abstract
So, to recap, the 'Gifted and Talented' policy, which was initially designed to target underachievement of bright students in the inner-city areas, has since been extended to a programme covering the full age range 4-19. Teachers are expected to identify a gifted and talented population, consisting of 5 to 10% of the top ability pupils within their schools, and introduce a distinct and discernibly different teaching and learning programme to address the needs of the selected groups of children. Schools are expected to draw up policies which outline how systems are designed to operate and how to set targets for these pupils with the aim of enhancing the quality of teaching of these children. Schools are expected to use 'direct teaching' models which are effective in teaching the gifted and talented. These models are to include 'enquiry, inductive learning and teaching through analogy' (DCSF 2008a) . Additionally, these models require learners to collaborate and learn together and help them to construct new knowledge and understand concepts and to include 'constructivism and problem-solving'.
In 2007, the government's National Strategies team was entrusted with the responsibility of providing national training for all teachers in both primary and secondary schools to help them develop effective strategies for making appropriate provision for Gifted and Talented students. A set of guidelines, 'Institutional Quality Standards' (IQS), was circulated to all schools in England and Wales, which was designed to provide a tool for evaluating the effectiveness of what is offered to Gifted and Talented students (DCSF 2008a) . The requirement of schools to identify a percentage of their children as 'gifted and talented' and make appropriate provision for them remains central to the policy initiative. Support for teachers is organised through Local Education Authorities and through the appointment of leading teachers either within each school or in a cluster of schools. It is against this background that we set up the project which is reported in this paper.
It should be noted that during the final stages of writing this paper some radical changes have been announced. The National Strategy team, which is responsible for training teachers and providing support with professional development materials, is to be disbanded from March 2011. The 'Gifted and Talented' policy coordinating team within the government department is no longer in place. A government select committee conducted discussions with key players within gifted and talented education and raised concerns (House of Commons 2010) . The experts described the national gifted and talented programme as 'inconsistent and incoherent' and stated that the impact in classrooms generally with regard to provision was patchy' (G&T Update, 2010) 
Purpose of the project
The purpose of the research project reported in this paper was to find out how primary schools were implementing the 'Gifted and Talented' education policy and how they were meeting its requirements. We were also interested in exploring the beliefs and theoretical positions of teachers as, ultimately, the quality of education provided for higher ability children will depend on how teachers interpret the policy, their beliefs, understanding of issues and the support and the level of guidance they receive from various sources.
Therefore, in this paper, we present analysis and reflections relating to a survey designed to gauge the impact of the 'gifted and talented' policy on teachers and the ultimate beneficiaries of any education policy -the children who are perceived to be 'gifted and talented'. Inherent in that analysis and reflections are fundamental assumptions of the researchers. The primary assumption -without delving into the underlying support which could be generated by hermeneutics -is that teachers' interpretation of documents declaring the objectives of policy guidelines relating to curriculum strategies and identification is strongly influenced by their previously acquired knowledge, training and outlook. It is also a fundamental contention that an analysis of education policy in terms of its inherent logic and perceived goals is an arid exercise unless that analysis considers the interlinking features between policy formulation, policy interpretation and policy implementation.
Teachers and Gifted and Talented education
Gifted and Talented education in the UK is a relatively new initiative and there has been a relative shortage of published academic papers based on systematic research carried out on how the initiative has been received and implemented by teachers in schools since 2000. Useful research papers on aspects of gifted education include Freeman's review of international research on gifted education (1998) and her subsequent illuminating publications (Freeman, 2001; . Occasional papers were available from the National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth which include Neelands, et al (2006) and Robinson, Campbell and Mazzoli, (2006) . Hartas et al's (2009) paper addresses the needs of gifted and talented students with specific focus on mathematics and science from a professional development angle. Research on practical aspects of provision for the gifted and talented, published by Oxford Brookes University (Westminster Institute of Education, 2010) , and the systematic review of research on 'what works' in educating gifted and talented students carried out by the EPPI-centre (Bailey et al, 2008) are other publications which address the practitioners' needs.
Research conducted prior to the introduction of the government initiatives had shown that teachers in England and Wales were hostile towards the idea of a policy focusing specifically on gifted children and, as a result, very few schools had differentiated classroom provision for them (Thomas, Casey and Koshy, 1996) . Research conducted in other countries indicates that teachers' views of high achieving pupils can have a significant influence on both the identification process and classroom provision for them (Geake and Gross 2008) . One such example is a national survey of US primary teachers' conceptions of giftedness which showed that, 'teachers believe that some degree of wealth is a necessary condition in order for academic giftedness to be manifest and recognized' (Moon and Brighton 2008, 474) . The set of guidelines provided by the UK government offers teachers ownership of provision and opens the door for them to exercise flexibility and creativity. That said, it is an option not without dangers. In the extreme case guidance may be ignored. More commonly, it will be interpreted in the light of teachers' particular beliefs about teaching, learning and giftedness derived from their training, experience and their taken-for-granted assumptions regarding these matters. The quality of training and opportunities to discuss the complexities of the concept of giftedness can also influence their practices (Koshy and Casey 1997) . In conducting this study, we were interested in exploring how schools were implementing government policy and the theoretical positioning of teachers towards giftedness which may be reflected in their actions.
The ultimate purpose of government policy is to enhance the quality of educational provision for gifted and talented children in the classroom. There are challenges for the teacher who has the responsibility for provision for gifted learners in the regular classroom which are highlighted by Van Tassel-Baska (2005b) , who has led curriculum development for the gifted in the US in the past three decades. The challenges include the influence of teachers' attitudes and beliefs about learning on their teaching, lack of expertise in modifying the curriculum, philosophical barriers and antipathy of many teachers towards the gifted learner and their needs. A study of teachers' views and practices, therefore, is felt to be an important step towards assessing the effectiveness of the implementation of government policy.
Conceptions of ability and theoretical framework
Although finding the best ways of educating the most able students is considered important and is of interest and concern to all educationists internationally, there is no agreed definition of what giftedness means or how we can identify gifted children. There are various conceptions of 'giftedness' and 'talent' involving contrasting theoretical positions, ranging from the notion that a percentage of a population can be identified to form the membership of a group of 'gifted and talented' individuals who should then be provided with specific programmes, to those who believe that we should focus on maximising opportunities for developing gifts and talents in all children, by moving away from labelling a sub-group as 'gifted'.
For the research reported in this paper we considered four main perspectives on the education of gifted and talented pupils. First, there is the view that giftedness is a 'superfluous or outdated concept and that giftedness is a social invention that serves divisions in society that have no constructive purpose', held by Borland (2005) . After many years of involvement in gifted education in the USA, Borland recommends that we should do away with the concept of 'gifted children' and have 'gifted education' in which the techniques that have been developed could be used for all education; this would be advantageous to all children. Borland's proposition that we move away from labelling children to making appropriate intellectual challenges for all learners makes him the vanguard of the paradigm shift toward giftedness as 'doing' rather than 'being'. These views echo that of Claxton and Meadows (2009: 9) who adopt a standpoint that in education our job is to help children develop the 'zeal and hard work' that will enable them to emerge as gifted and talented in their own unique ways. Commenting on the gifted and talented policy perspective in the UK, Claxton and Meadows argue that 'in ten years time the antiquated and dysfunctional idea that 'giftedness' is an 'innate', 'abiding' and 'situation -independent' quality of a fortunate minority of young people would have been removed from the discourse of educational practice and policy'. Robinson and Campbell (2010) highlight the ideological debates relating to making special provision for gifted and talented students which was viewed as 'elitist' in academic discourses. They also found that teachers were opposed to the view that giftedness was limited to a fixed proportion of students destined to be the future leaders of the country. In this respect, Robinson and Campbell maintain that the views of the teachers in England were in agreement with the critiques of Borland in the USA and White (2006) in the UK, that the view of a fixed and measurable intelligence, restricted to a small proportion of the population, owes more to theories of eugenics and puritanical pre-destination than it does to educational theory.
The second view involves teachers identifying gifted students using traditional tests -to assess what Renzulli (2005) describes as school house giftedness. In the USA, an identification system based on tests such as SAT is used for selecting students for gifted programmes (Brody and Stanley 2005) and this practice is also used in many other countries such as Singapore and Hong Kong. Brody and Stanley do stress that although this view, which has its origins in the work of Terman (1925) and colleagues who placed the emphasis on the role of IQ (general intelligence), has diminished there are many educators who still equate giftedness with high general ability. In the UK, children take national tests provided by the government through the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA). Although criterion-referenced tests are used to monitor children's achievement they are not viewed as tests for intelligence.
A third view is held by those who consider the identification of giftedness using tests and IQ-based assessments as too narrow and have proposed more liberal views. Renzulli (2005) , for example, with his 'Three-Ring model' emphasises other indicators such as creativity, task-commitment and motivation as equally important as the level of ability. Gardner (1983 Gardner ( , 1993 ) put forward his theory of Multiple Intelligences and he, like Van Tassel-Baska, (2005a) holds the view that giftedness is multi-dimensional and rather than relying on a single dimensional measure of ability, we should acknowledge that people possess several forms of specific intelligences which can exist in isolation or in clusters. Sternberg (2000) views giftedness not as a fixed state, but as developing expertise and modifiable and suggests a model (Sternberg 2005) Finally, we consider the view of giftedness as an innate endowment or natural gift which is associated with genetic inheritance. This view has been challenged by psychologists (Howe 1999; Ericsson 1996) . They believe that all children are born more or less equal, regarding the specific abilities associated with any given domain of achievement and, over time, children become differentiated according to the amount of domain-specific expertise they acquire. The amount of practice -the more time the person has spent mastering domain specific knowledge and skills -the closer he or she will get to attaining world-class performance. The amount of hard work an individual puts in is described as 'drudgery theory' by Simonton (2001) .The expertise theorists also attribute the child prodigies' achievements to deliberate practice; for example, Mozart began deliberate practice from a young age owing to the insistence of his musical father and his masterpieces only appeared many years later, after extensive experience (Simonton, 2001 ).
Research questions
Our two main research questions were:
1. What do school co-ordinators think of the Gifted and Talented initiative and how are they implementing it in schools? 2. What insights can be gained about school co-ordinators beliefs and possible theoretical positioning?
Additionally, we were interested in following up the research conducted by Thomas, Casey and Koshy (1996) in the UK, and assess whether there has been a shift in school coordinators' beliefs and practices in educating gifted students.
Methodology and Data
Data were obtained through an extensive postal questionnaire to a 20% random, stratified sample of all the primary schools across England and Wales. This sample was recruited by the National Foundation for Education Research (NFER) which is an independent institution. The questionnaires were completed by the gifted and talented co-ordinators, or lead teachers who had responsibility for gifted and talented education in the school. This way it was possible to collect information from the point of view of how both the schools and the teachers were responding to policy. The questionnaire contained both open and closed questions, and was broken down into 4 main areas:
1. Basic information about the school and teacher completing the questionnaire (including details of any training).
2. The schools' current approach to the Gifted and Talented initiative in terms of policy, practice and provision.
3. The thoughts about the guidance provided by the government (Institutional Quality Standards).
The teachers' thoughts about the concepts of 'gifts' and 'talents'.
284 school co-ordinators (one per school) responded to the questionnaire which constitutes a 10% return. We can report that the returned completed questionnaires were demographically representative of the national sample. This level of return is consistent or higher than the number of responses to other recent national surveys with teachers exploring new government initiatives (Sebba et al 2007, for example) in the UK; some explanations for the low return may be useful here. Declared reasons for non-returns from schools included 'pressure of work', 'we don't have time to be involved in academic research' and ' we don't want to respond, unless it is statutory to do so'. We can only speculate on other reasons for the non-return, which could include a reluctance to reveal what is happening in their school, a lack of interest or commitment to 'gifted and talented' education or a possible feeling of inadequacy to deal with the content of the questionnaire.
It may also be due to the hostility felt by teachers toward the whole concept of selection and perceived 'elitism' mentioned earlier (Robinson and Campbell, 2010) . It is acknowledged that more returns may have influenced the data and the findings -either more positively or negatively. The findings, therefore, are to be considered as a tentative analysis of the schools' engagement with gifted and talented education. Further, it is to be borne in mind that the results presented in this paper are based on a first stage analysis of the numerical responses and all the open-ended responses which have been transcribed and coded using thematic analysis. Basic descriptive statistics have been produced based on the closed questions. Only some of the most relevant findings and themes are included in this paper.
Findings and discussion
Based on the analysis of the responses from school co-ordinators our interpretations, some significant themes are presented and discussed in this paper. We are able to provide some useful insights into how the teachers are implementing the gifted and talented policy in England and Wales. Efforts are also made to discuss the themes in relation to available literature and theoretical perspectives.
Practitioners' engagement with gifted and talented education
Compared to the findings of our previous national survey of primary schools, (Thomas, Casey and Koshy 1996) , there has been a significant shift in the way teachers are responding to the initiative. For example, 96% of the schools which responded to the present survey identify and record their gifted and talented students and 90% have a school policy for 'Gifted and Talented' education, compared to only 32% of schools keeping records of their 'able' children in 1996 or having a policy for teaching gifted and talented children. 67% responded that they had access to a school-based leader to consult on gifted and talented issues and 84% had attended some training in aspects of gifted and talented education compared to less than 15% of schools having a schoolbased on co-ordinator and 20% having attended one day conferences on gifted education in 1996. However, it was surprising that 34% of the co-ordinators in the present sample of schools had not heard of the government guidance for schools -'Institutional Quality Standards' (IQS) which were distributed to schools in 2007 -or felt they had insufficient knowledge to comment on it. It is stressed that we did not ask any questions relating to the CQS (Classroom Quality Standards) as part of this study. This is significant in that the guidance in the IQS is designed for schools to follow and inform teachers on how to plan provision and evaluate the effectiveness of what is on offer. A number of co-ordinators commented that the IQS document made things overly complicated.
Based on the responses, it can be stated that schools are responding to policy requirements with a higher degree of commitment and perseverance since the introduction of the gifted and talented policy. However, the reasons for the relative lack of engagement with policy guidelines provided to schools can only be speculated; it may be due to a lack of interest or a perceived inability to make sense of the content of the document. Although it was not part of the present study, it is worth noting that in 2009, when the first author of this paper asked 4 different audiences (keynote address delivered to over 120 participating teachers, each time) in different geographical areas of England, no more than 10 people in each group were aware of the existence of the Institutional Quality standards.
Selection of the gifted and talented cohorts

Difficulties with terminology
Practitioners' attitude to the use of the terminology of 'Gifted and Talented' had not changed much since our 1996 survey (Thomas, Casey and Koshy 1996) when 86% of teachers felt uncomfortable about labelling children as 'gifted and talented'. The present study showed that there was unease felt by 62% of teachers about labelling children as 'gifted' and that they preferred the use of 'more able' to describe these pupils. One other problematic area for teachers seems to be the separation of 'Gifted' and 'Talented' students. The UK government definition of the phrase 'Gifted and Talented' (DfES 2006) clustering the two terms -'gifted' and 'talented' -together with the explanation: 'Gifted describes learners who have the ability to excel academically in one or more subjects such as English, drama, technology. Talented describes learners who have the ability to excel in practical skills such as sport, leadership, artistic performance, or in an applied skill' seems to have confused practitioners. 78% of schools did not have separate registers for 'Gifted' and 'Talented' students. This raises several questions about how students are identified and placed on the register. One question is whether this means that students who are good in academic areas such as Mathematics and English also have to be good at creative or physical subjects to be included in the register? Is it likely that children who display exceptional abilities in the creative and physical areas may be missed altogether from the register? The inherent problem here is that the 'gifted' and the 'talented' consist of two disjointed sets, which require separate sets of criteria for membership which makes the teachers' task of selection challenging. These problems suggest that the issue of terminology and the way we record students' gifts and talents needs to be reconsidered.
General or domain specific giftedness
A related problem, highlighted in the responses from teachers, is that 63% of primary schools do not use subject-specific criteria for identifying their gifted and talented children.
As schools are organised to teach different subjects and as there is strong support for the existence of domain-specific intelligences (Gardner 1983; Van Tassel-Baska 1998) , it would seem prudent for teachers to use subject-specific criteria for identifying gifted and talented students. This would also support subject-specific planning and provision. In Van Tassel-Baska's (2005a) conception of giftedness, giftedness becomes the manifestation of intelligence within specific domains at very high levels and conceptions that focus on domain-specific considerations hold the most promise for promoting talent development in individuals at all stages of development because of the capacity to make appropriate correspondence between aptitudes and interventions and between predispositions and interests. The view that ability is multi-dimensional and the fact that individuals vary considerably in their ability to function effectively in various domains adds support to this view. The author maintains that consideration must be given to the 'rubber band effect' of human potential and that the key is to provide the best opportunities to stretch an individual's potential flexibly in areas of best flexibility for learning. It seems that teachers' practices in our sample ignore the concept of domain -specific ability within their identification process.
The gifted and talented register
It also seems that there are problems associated with publicising the membership of the gifted and talented group; 53% of students do not know they are on the register and only 42% of parents were told their children were part of the gifted and talented cohort. This practice varied in different schools. This complicates the analysis of any consequences of labelling on motivation, self-identity and development of those who are on the gifted and talented register and those children who are left out.
Challenges for the teacher
The identification of a cohort of children, consisting of 5 to 10% of each annual intake into a school, and placing them on a gifted and talented register has posed the greatest challenge to the teaching profession and to the schools involved since the introduction of the gifted and talented initiative in the UK. In their evaluation of the gifted and talented strand of the Excellence in Cities programme, Ofsted (2001) described identification issues as presenting the most concern for schools and Eyre (2001:1) maintains that although the gifted and talented programme has enjoyed a good deal of success in raising awareness of the need for enhanced curriculum provision, the creation of the cohort has been the most problematic part of the policy.
The first difficulty involves the terminology used. Although a small number of educational programmes for the gifted and talented have been in existence for many decades in the UK, there has been no precipitation of a universal acceptance of the semantics of the terminology. The range of social, economic and political perspectives may possibly ensure that a unified definition could never materialise. Significantly, Freeman (1998) uses the title 'Educating the Very Able' for her review of international research on gifted education which was commissioned by the Ofsted. In that report she throws some light on the nature of the complexity by stating that there are over 100 definitions to describe these pupils such as very able, high ability and the troublesome word gifted and that, whilst acknowledging that as almost all international researchers use the term gifted, it would be verging on the deviant to avoid using it. In a collaborative study, conducted by the first author of this paper (Radnor, Koshy and Taylor 2007) , it was found that many teachers have philosophical difficulties aligning themselves to a policy which labels children as 'gifted and talented' and making special provision for them.
Historically, in the field of gifted education the question of terminology has always been under constant revision. In the 1950s the term gifted was used on the basis of the results of Intelligent Quotient tests carried out by Terman (1925) for the purpose of selecting pupils for specially designed educational programmes. Terman used a cut-off point of an IQ score of 140 for selection, although exceptions were made to select pupils down to a score of 135 (Feldhusen 2003) . A broadening of the concept of ability and research in the talented was seen by some pupils to be unfair and resulted in them being excluded from some activities. They were, as a result, described as demotivated.
Considering the dilemma -are gifts and talents fixed or developing?
Another area of discomfort may arise from the notion of gifted and talented being viewed as a fixed state. Recent literature (Sternberg 2000) supports the concept of giftedness as developing rather than developed expertise, a view also held by Dweck (2009 
Use of tests for the selection of gifted and talented children
The predominant method of identification, used by the teachers in the sample, was based on national or school test results. 96% of the respondents said they used Key Stage 1 test results (test taken at the age of 7) to help to identify their gifted and talented children. 95% of the teachers said that they also used additional tests (such as end-of-year tests from the government's Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA)) as support. Many questions can be raised here. First, is it possible that teachers were using national tests which are part of the government's monitoring system for assessing performance of children in schools as a self-protection mechanism as they are aware of the complexity and the fallibility of the selection process? Is it possible that teachers have not been made aware that by over-reliance on test results they may exclude children with creative abilities, those with lack of motivation or disabilities, from membership of the 'gifted and talented' cohort. There is extensive research literature which has shown that traditional testing which assesses 'school house giftedness' (Renzulli 2005) often overlooks potential ability (Gardner 1993; Sternberg 2000; . Van Tassel-Baska (2005a) highlights the fact that in the USA, where gifted education was established several decades ago, giftedness is being mostly assessed using a combination of criteria which includes student portfolios, performance-based assessment, subject criteria and teacher assessment alongside tests. Van Tassel-Baska maintains that the increased use of non-traditional tools is a result of the dissatisfaction felt by educators that traditional assessments have not provided opportunities for students of 'colour, students of lower socioeconomic levels and students with uneven profiles'. A UK study has also documented that tests are not reliable indicators of giftedness in the case of students from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, where true ability may be submerged (Casey and Koshy 2002; 2006) . Here it is also interesting to note that in our 1996 study (Thomas, Casey and Koshy, 1996 ) the use of traditional tests was not given much prominence for selection purposes, with 90% of teachers selecting teacher assessment as their main method of identifying gifted children.
Early identification
Responding to the question of identifying and including gifted and talented students to be included on a register, 83% of the schools in our sample said that their children were on the 'Gifted and Talented' register by the age of 6. This aspect does cause concern for a number of reasons. First, although the intention of government policy is to provide special provision for the whole age range through the Young Gifted and Talented programmes (Sutherland, 2005; 2008) , which explores the way teachers can impact learner beliefs about ability and suggest practical ways young children can be supported as they develop.
Most Early Years experts question whether it is necessary to label children at a young age and maintain that what is needed are stimulation, adult support and materials when the child is ready (Robinson 1993 ). High quality early childhood programmes have crucial benefits for children's development of their attitudes to learning and themselves as learners (Clarke 1997 , Sylva 1994 ; so the emphasis should be on enriched provision rather than selection. Support for this view also comes from Clarke (1997) who points out that the brain is most malleable in the first five years; so early childhood is a critical period for facilitating children's development and, as Smutney, Veenker and Veenker (1987) recommend, instead of pumping information, what we need to do is to encourage younger children to develop their gifts and talents. Both Bloom (1985) and Gardner (1983) have guided our thinking that it is possible to see early signs of special aptitudes and giftedness in young children; as educators it is our duty is to nurture the young shoots of talent.
An inclusive gifted and talented cohort
One of the core elements of the UK government policy is 'narrowing the gap' between gifted children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and those from middle class or wealthier backgrounds. This was one of the main themes of the Gifted and Talented initiative, from its origin in the Excellence in Cities (DfEE 1999) initiative, and the need for an inclusive register which represents the socio-economic characteristics of the school has always been stressed in all guidance documents. However, in our survey, only 24% of schools monitored their register for students' socio-economic background, and only 35% monitored for ethnicity. 19% of schools did not monitor their registers for any vulnerable groups. Therefore, we can see that the issue of inclusion which is at the heart of government policy does not seem to be addressed fully at present in primary schools. The picture may be different in Secondary schools. A study by Campbell, et al (2007) highlighted that some ethnic groups were over-represented and some under-represented in the membership of the National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth in the UK.
Issues of inclusion have implications. For example, the practical aim of the Widening
Participation policy of the British government is to ensure that those with potential to follow a University education should have the opportunity to do so. As the gifted and talented cohorts in the schools are most likely to be the candidates to go to Universities and as issues of social mobility need to be addressed before children enter secondary schools, the issue of monitoring the gifted and talented cohorts in primary schools is important. The Talented and the Department for Children, Schools and Families to improve the overall quality of gifted and talented education for black and minority students and students learning English as an additional language. A support document, designed to support gifted and talented students with dual and multiple exceptionalities, has also been made available by the government (DCSF, 2008b) .
Van Tassel-Baska (1998) maintains that one of the most neglected groups amongst gifted students is the bright student from a disadvantaged background and that the under representation of students from minority ethnic groups and lower social classes in enrichments programmes needs to be addressed. In England, Lucey and Reay (2002) found that students from middle classes tended to dominate the membership of gifted and talented cohorts of students created in response to the UK Government's (DfEE 1999) requirement that each secondary school (11-16 age group) select 10% of their intake and form a gifted and talented group.
Based on an evidence platform, the need for considering practices designed to improve academic opportunities of promising learners from lower income families is highlighted by Robinson, Bruce and Donna (2007) . The authors list two possible barriers preventing these students from realising their potential: identification practices may not work in their favour and assumptions are made by educators, parents and policy makers about their potential for academic progress. The authors emphasise the need for programmes and services, that are of sufficient intensity and duration and which take into account family circumstances, to increase achievement and ultimately leverage these learners into a successful learning trajectory.
Teachers' conceptions of giftedness
One of the aims of our study was to gain insights about co-ordinators' beliefs and possible theoretical positioning. From the responses to many of the items in our survey, it is reasonable to assume that most teachers were hostile to the concept of selecting a group of children for membership of an exclusive 'gifted and talented' group and that they felt unease in the use of terminology. These teachers are likely to agree with Matthews and Folsom (2009) conceptualisations of giftedness are not mutually exclusive. For example, teachers were using standardised tests, which are designed to assess specific subjects (in English, Mathematics and Science), to make a global assessment of giftedness. That does not mean that teachers did not subscribe to domain-specific giftedness. Similarly, teachers making decisions about whom to place on a 'gifted and talented' register using standardised tests cannot be interpreted to mean that they do not subscribe to a multidimensional view of giftedness which allows for creativity, flexibility and multiple perspectives. Only classroom observations of teaching and learning styles would throw light on this aspect. A follow-up study has been planned by the authors for this purpose.
However, open responses to questions suggested that there were teachers who subscribed to the view that 'gifts' are a natural endowment and are not so common, which is at odds with the requirement of a percentage population having to be selected and described as 'gifted and talented'. A range of conceptualisations of giftedness were revealed through the following responses: 
Limitations of the study
Any investigation based on a sample is conducted in the hope that the generated picture is a good reflection of the larger reality from which it was selected. The main limitation of this study was the relatively low response-rate to the questionnaire although, as previously reported, other studies investigating the impact of new government policies in the UK have had similar levels of response-rate to that of the present study. Postal questionnaires are known for low response-rates. Edwards et al (2002) conducted a systematic review of studies which used postal questionnaires and found that the most effective way of increasing responses to postal questionnaires is to include a financial incentive. Although the authors considered this option, it was decided not to follow this route; but reminders with stamped envelopes were sent which are also said to increase responses (Dillman, 1991) . On reflection, we feel that our questionnaire may have been relatively long as we were trying to explore several aspects of a very complex topic, which has not been the subject of inquiry so far in the UK.
The second limitation is that we do not have any information about how biased the sample of responses was. It is acknowledged that the high number of schools which did not respond to the questionnaire could have skewed the findings in different directions. For example, apathy relating to the policy may be greater than that indicated by the respondents. The non-respondents may not be engaging in the 'gifted and talented' initiative at all and had not wished to admit this fact. On the other hand, more positive support for the initiative may have gone unreported. Regardless of such potential limitations, the authors can report that the 'gifted and talented' policy has had some impact on the lives of many higher ability students. We also feel that the data obtained from this study has enabled us to gather a snapshot of what is happening, raise some pertinent issues and make some tentative conclusions. The analysis of the data and our deliberations should provide us-and possibly other readers-with starting points for further investigations.
Concluding remarks
By conducting the study reported in this paper, efforts have been made to gain insights into how teachers in primary schools in England and Wales were responding to the UK government's 'gifted and talented' policy which was launched in 1999; initially it covered secondary age groups (12-16) and then it extended to the whole 4-19 age range, five years later. Based on the responses from a national sample of primary school coordinators to an extensive list of items in a questionnaire, covering aspects of policy and practice we can summarise the following as our conclusions:
 Teachers are, on the whole, responding to the requirements of the policy -in terms of identification of children for membership of a 'gifted and talented' cohort, developing school policies and attending conferences and training sessions. They are making the best use of what is available -from documents, training, and school co-ordinators. Their practices seem to be based on pragmatic considerations. In this context, it is pertinent to refer to the study funded by the German government of 21 European states' educational provision for gifted students; it ranks the UK programme as one of the top three best providers. (Monks et al, 2005) .
 A significant number of teachers are 'hostile' to the idea of using the label 'gifted and talented'. Many feel confused and find it difficult to interpret the two terms when selecting children for their 'gifted and talented' register.  Teachers conceptions of ability include giftedness being 'innate', 'natural born', 'being rare', 'outstanding... meaning a prodigy', 'exceptional at something', 'not so common' and 'something that is from nature' rather than nurture'. The implications of these beliefs and views on implementing government policy and on classroom practice may be significant.
To facilitate understanding of the summarisation above, it is useful to view the implementation of the policy as an input-output procedure. In this instance that procedure can be seen to be composed of 3 distinct parts. The first, input, consists of government policy, embodied in the documentation of requirements and guidance. The second part consists of teachers within the schools who are the processors of information, the third being the potential beneficiaries of the policy-higher ability children or those children who have the potential for high achievement.
The attitudes, beliefs and dispositions of the teachers-the processors-who have to process all the information provided to them in a plethora of government documents, are of fundamental importance to the successful implementation of the government's policy on gifted and talented education. Pertinent questions that need to be asked are: We propose two strategies as ways forward. First, there is a need for a greater level of longer, sustained professional development programmes to support practitioners in primary schools than there is at present. Support for practitioners on how to nurture younger children (4-7 year olds) should be part of that programme. Ultimately, the quality of what is offered to these pupils will, to a great extent, depend on the teachers' own level of understanding and expertise. There is a need for practitioners to construct their own understanding of issues, on the basis of authoritative research-based foundations. They need to create their own intelligible map of the different conceptions of ability and apply their awareness to their own practice. It is only by engaging in debates and discussion of different aspects of provision and how these relate to their own contexts that teachers can make a significant contribution to the challenging task of educating our most able pupils.
The second strategy is to conduct more research on aspects of gifted and talented education within the British educational context. At present, there is only a very small body of research evidence available to practitioners on different models of provision and their effectiveness. One of the areas that needs urgent investigation is the effectiveness of various practices relating to identification and associated classroom provision. It is only right that our children are not subjected to models of provision which have not been tried and evaluated. One critical issue to be explored is what effect does the process of being identified as 'gifted and talented' have on children's social, emotional and educational lives.
Intellectual capital is important for any country; nurtured, it will benefit both the individual and the whole population. There is evidence that the government's 'gifted and talented' policy is making some contribution to making teachers aware of the existence of children with higher ability and the need to make provision for them. This has the potential to reduce the frustration felt by the kind of children highlighted by Her Majesty's Inspectorate decades ago (HMI 1978; 1979; 1992) and so change the landscape.
